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Babylonian and Pre-Babylonian Cosmology. — By William 
F. Waeren, Boston University, Boston, Mass. 

For many years the present writer has believed that current 
ideas as to the cosmology of the Babylonians and of the 
Hebrews are destined to give place to new and more intelligent 
ones. The illustrative diagrams given by Hommel in his 
" Babylonischer Ursprung der Aegyptischen Kultur," by Jensen 
in his " Kosmologie," by Maspero in his " Dawn of Civilization," 
by Myer in his " Qabalah," by Whitehouse in his article on 
" Cosmogony " in the new Dictionary of the Bible edited by 
James Hastings, all differ from each other, and in my judgment 
differ yet more from the historic world-concept they were con- 
structed to illustrate. 1 am confident that better can already be 
drawn, diagrams that, with a single modification to be noted 
hereafter, will show how incredibly vast and balanced and beau- 
tiful was the long-lost world-view of the fathers of Semitic 
culture. 

Section 1. — The Babylonian Heavens. 

Every diagram illustrative of the earliest Semitic Cosmos 
hitherto given us by professed Assyriologists, has provided but a 
single heaven, the 'ra/cia,' or 'firmament ' of Gen. i, 6. That 
this is not enough must be manifest to any reader who is capable 
of following the few simple directions now to be given, namely : 

In the middle of the middle line of a uniformly ruled page 
place a microscopic dot to represent the centre of the earth. In 
the ninth space above it write "Anshar;" and in the ninth 
below, write "Ki-shar." These terms are said to mean respect- 
ively the 'great totality of what is on high' and the 'great 
totality of what is below.' (See Jastrow, Religion of the 
Ancient Babylonians, p 417. Undesignated numbers in this 
paper are page references to this work.) Immediately at the 
right of Ki-shar add the word " Ki-gal," with the mathematical 
sign of equivalence between them, it being simply another name 
for "Ki-shar," or the under-world in general (562). Just above 
An-shar, on the tenth line, write "Abode of Ashur;" and in like 
manner, close b.elow Ki-shar, the words, " Abode of Nin-ki-gal." 
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As "An-shar" may be read 'King of the Sky' or 'Upper 
World,' " Nin-ki-gal " means ' Queen of the Great Beneath.' 
(On the former, 197 ; on the latter, 584.) Exactly below the 
earth on each of the eight nearest lines, omitting the third, place 
a dot, thus indicating the depth of the under-world. In like 
manner place seven dots above the earth, so indicating the 
height of heave"n. Let the seven dots below the earth repre- 
sent the seven gates through which the goddess Ishtar passed in 
her famous visit to the Queen of the Nether World. Similarly 
let the seven dots above the earth represent the seven gates of 
the skies spoken of in the legend of Etana's bold attempt to 
ascend to the heaven of Ishtar. Now, to the right of the earth 
and on the same line with it, place seven dots at exactly the same 
intervals as separate those in the vertical line, also in like manner 
place seven at the left. Next connect the two dots nearest to 
the earth on the horizontal line by two dotted elliptical curves, 
one passing just above and one just below the earth dot. This 
narrow ellipse will represent the path of the moon-god, Nannar, 
or Sin, as he makes his nightly round. Through the four points 
nearest to the earth, strike a perfect circle, and the thus outlined 
globe is the sphere belonging to the moon-god, the world in 
every part of which he is the acknowledged lord and governor. 
As there is no vegetable or animal growth above it, he is appro- 
priately called the 'lord of growth.' Connect now the next two 
points in the horizontal line by a new and larger ellipse, and we 
have the daily round of the Sun-god Utu (Shamash). Strike 
a circle connecting the second set of four dots equidistant from 
the earth and we have in outline the sphere or heaven of Utu. 
The next wider circle drawn in the same way gives us the heaven 
of Tutu (Nabu or Nebo) ; the next that of Ishtar ; the next that 
of Nergal ; the next that of Nibir (Marduk); the next, or sev- 
enth, that of Nindar (Nin-ib). Draw a vertical line through all 
the dots above and below the earth and it shows the axis on 
which all these worlds of gods and demons horizontally revolve 
around the earth from left to right. It will be helpful to write 
just over each heaven and to the left of the vertical line, the 
name of the god to which it belongs ; and in the corresponding 
spaces to the right of the vertical line the more familiar equiva- 
lents in a descending order as follows : Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, 
Venus, Mercury, Sun and Moon. This done, we see at a glance 
that the Pythagorean system of the universe, geocentric and with 
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seven invisible yet solid concentric revolving spheres, is only the 
late survival of the immemorially ancient world-view of the 
oldest traceable Semites. Strike one more circle tangent to the 
twelfth line above and below, to represent the heaven of the 
fixed stars, and it will be seen that the remaining feature of the 
system was known to the ancient Babylonians ; for in the far 
invisible southern pole of that starry sphere they placed the 
abode of En-ki, the king of all- that is below, and at the upper 
starry pole, the changeless, motionless, eternal throne of Anu. 
(Jastrow, 460. Jensen, " Kosmologie," 24-28, 289.) The great 
world-highway through all the celestial gates, the Olam-doors of 
Psalm xxiv, was the only way by which gods or men could pass 
from heaven to heaven, and it was called the " Way of Anu." 
The corresponding highway through the gates of the under- 
world was called the " Way of En-ki," or using an equivalent 
name of the most ancient god, the " Way of Ea." 

As the foregoing shows us the meaning of the seven heavens 
of primordial Chaldean theology and science, so it aids us to 
understand that division of the universe which makes the third 
heaven the highest of all. In this grouping the first is the sub- 
lunar or atmospheric heaven; the second, the heaven in which all 
the planets and planetary gods are found ; the third is the heaven 
of the unoriginated Anu, the heaven of his starry host. In the 
first, Ramman was the appointed lord. In the second, Nin-dar 
bore the primacy until, owing to the growing power of Babylon, 
that city's chief patron, Nibir (Marduk), gradually succeeded to 
the headship of the planetary pantheon. In the third, the eter- 
nal and unchangeable, Anu was lord and overlord of all. By 
adding to the seven planetary heavens that of Ramman and that 
of Anu, we have the " nine heavens " found in various mytho- 
logical expressions. 

Contracted with what our scholars have hitherto ascribed to 
this people, what a stupendous world-concept was this. What 
architectonic power of imagination here found expression. And 
since every part was hallowed by divine presences and powers, 
what a temple of temples, heaven above heaven, and shrine 
within shrine. In complexness even the Revelator's apocalyptic 
vision of the perfected City of God does not approach it. 
Imagine the indignant astonishment of an ancient Babylonian on 
being shown a diagram of the cosmological system now currently 
ascribed to him. 
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Section II. The Babylonian Earth. 

Assyriologists are agreed that the fundamental form of Baby- 
lonian temples was that of a staged pyramid on a quadrangular 
base. They are agreed that this form was intended to represent 
in a symbolical miniature the vast mountain, Kharsag-kurkura, on 
which men and the gods most closely related to men were belived 
to have been created. They are further agreed that as heaven 
is seven-storied, so earth, E-kur, the 'mountain-home', 'mountain- 
abode', or literally 'mountain-house' of men and of all those 
gods whose home is the earth, is seven-staged, the lowest of the 
seven being diked about by the four seas and the uppermost being 
in exclusive possession of the gods. Considering the fact that in 
the cosmology of the ancient Egyptians, Persians, Indians, and 
Chinese we find the same strange notion that, while the terrestrial 
horizon is everywhere circular, the earth is nevertheless four- 
square, I was recently, after years of mental resistance, brought 
to the full conviction that the seven-staged pyramid was the form 
under which the Babylonians and even their Sumerian predeces- 
sors conceived of the earth considered as the abode of living men. 
That which enabled me to reach this conclusion was the discovery 
that the E-kur of our upper world required for its completion a 
precisely similar but inverted counterpart extending into Ki-gal, 
the great nether world, and that the puzzling texts with which 
Jeremias and Jensen have vainly wrestled were at once made 
clear by the recognition of two E-kurs, an upper and a nether one. 
This duplication of the world-mountain was first suggested by the 
all-ruling principle of symmetry and bipolarity in this remarkable 
cosmos, and as soon as I had drawn the earth-sun-and-moon sys- 
tem with this feature included, a multitude of puzzling cosmol- 
ogical expressions became at once " sun-clear." No reader of this 
paper can be more surprised at my result than was I. Let me 
not deprive any who may be interested of the pleasure of con- 
structing for himself my new diagram. The directions he will 
need to observe are simple. 

From a uniformly ruled page cut a portion including just six- 
teen of the ruled spaces. Make its width such that when the 
eighth and ninth spaces are folded in a pleat upon each other the 
paper will be a perfect square. 

Fold each of the upper corners down evenly to the middle of 
the seventh space. Fold them back again and with a pencil drop 
to the second line perpendiculars from the point where the creases 
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cross the top line, continuing the process from line to line down- 
wards until the seven-staged pyramid is formed. Rotate the 
paper one hundred and eighty degrees and produce the second 
corresponding pyramid. Fill the vacant eighth and ninth spaces 
with the fine zigzag lines that in ancient Chaldaean and Egyptian 
idiographs represented water. After pasting the paper in the 
centre of a large leaf, place one point of a pair of dividers in the 
centre of the waters and strike two circles, the one tangent to the 
top of the topmost stage of the pyramid, the second tangent to 
the top of the second. From each point where the outer circle 
cuts the sixth line from the top, draw a dotted elliptical curve 
dipping down in the middle to the seventh line; continue it 
upward on its return into itself on both sides until the inclosed 
pyramid would hide it from view. The diagram is now complete, 
except that a few letters will facilitate its explanation. Write 
"A" above and "B" below the greater circle; also "C" at the 
left and "D" at the right. Write "E" just below the top of the 
small circle, and "F" just above it at the bottom ; then "G" at 
the left and " H " at the right. Between the dotted lines on the 
left of the pyramid write "I," and between them on the right, 
"J." In the waters, right and left, write "KK." 

The interpretation is by this time plain. The pyramid "E" is 
the upper E-kur, i. e., the world of living men ; " F," the lower 
E-kur, i. e., the under- world. "KK" is one of the four seas sep- 
arating the two E-kurs, and serving each as a world-dike. " I " 
and "J" is the daily round of the sun-god at the time of the sum- 
mer solstice, or the daily record of his disc-bearing attendants 
Malik and Buene, in case he is taking a siesta with his wife Mal- 
katu, or is playing to the superior gods a visit of ceremony. A 
similar dotted ellipse near the equatorial regions of the smaller 
circle, and wholly within it, would show the average path of the 
moon-god. The circle "ABCD" is the solstitial colure of the 
sphere of the sun-god, or its equivalent great circle. "A" marks 
a most interesting point of which more will be said in another 
paper. 

The human tenants of the upper E-kur reside in lands near one 
of " the four seas." They are, therefore, at the foot of the seven 
staged pyramid. As the top stages are in possession of more 
spiritual beings and Utu's dazzling throne is at the top, we can 
easily see how the god of heaven appearing to the dreaming 
Jacob should seem to stand at the foot of a ladder-like ascent 
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from earth to heaven. In his Semitic world-view there ever 

stand between him and the Most High precisely these pyramidal 

stages, 

" The world's great altar-stairs that slope through darkness up to God." 

Again, as the lowest of these E-kur stages is peopled by beings 
resembling the fairies and trolls of our folklore, and the others 
by orders of beings higher and ever higher in nature in ascending 
series, it is not strange that in this marvelously and incalculably 
symmetrical cosmos we find the seven stages mentally pictured 
as seven horizontal and quadrangular heavens, supplementing and 
at the same time contrasting with the higher spherical seven 
heavens of the gods. The confusion of the two orders, the earthly 
and the astral, by writers or redactors who were ignorant of the 
original system has given us the unintelligible and chaotic 
enumerations and descriptions of seven heavens in such writings 
as "The Ascension of Isaiah," "The Book of Enoch," " The Book 
of the Secrets of Enoch," etc. In general it is correct to say 
that all cosmological expressions in Rabbinical literature present 
simply the debris of a no longer understood world-concept, the 
sublimely beautiful universe of the oldest traceable men. 1 

The lowest E-kur corresponds, of course, to the upper. In place 
of seven horizontal quadrangular heavens we have here seven 
horizontal quadrangular hells. And as the highest of the seven 
heavens is the brightest in the universe, that of the sun; so the 
undermost of these hells is the hottest in the universe, that of the 
sun. Moreover, in descending from hell to hell in due succession 
one passes seven gates that thus match the far lower seven of the 
astral under-world, — the seven passed by Ishtar in her descent to 
Nin-ki-gal. In the mythical story of the descent of Nergal with 
his earthborn companions, we read, precisely as we should antici- 
pate from his starting point, that he has to pass both series, or 



'In closing his article on the "Book of the Secrets of Enoch" in 
Hasting's Dictionary of the Bible, the Rev. R. H. Charles, translator of 
the work from the Slavonian, remarks : "From this book it is clear that 
a feature impossible in modern conceptions of heaven shows itself from 
time to time in pre-Christian and also in early Christian conceptions, 
that is, the belief in the presence of evil, or in the possibility of its 
appearance in the heavens." As all creatures in all the horizontal 
heavens, at least below the sphere of Nannar, were 'imperfect, and were 
still in some stage of growth, and were living in a realm wherein temp- 
tation and trial, cold and heat, darkness and light, were still found, 
the fact referred to is precisely what should be expected. 
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fourteen gates in all. 1 Like many another text that at first 
seemed a stumbling block, this respecting the fourteen gates 
proves a striking confirmation of the here presented reconstruc- 
tion of the under-world. 

In the former section, before my first diagram was described, 
it was intimated that a slight modification would later be noted. 
The same modification is necessary in the second diagram. For 
the sake of greater simplicity and ease of construction I made the 
height of all the pyramid-stages uniform, also the intervals 
between the heavens were all uniform except that the one between 
the heavens of Utu and Tutu, and the one between the heavens of 
Ashur and Anu were made multiples of the uniform unit. This 
does not correspond with the thought of the Babylonians. They 
thought of the planetary heavens as farther and farther apart the 
higher they rose ; and in this they anticipated modern science. 
Whether the intervals given by Plato in his account of the Music 
of the Spheres correspond to those taught by the ancient Baby- 
lonian astronomers is not known. 

Finally it should be particularly noted and constantly borne in 
mind that in both concepts, that of the heavens and that of the 
earth, zenith and Arctic pole were originally identical. The axis 
of the earth was perpendicular in position and all the heavenly 
bodies moved in horizontal planes about it. Even Professor 
Maspero was so impressed by the evidence of this that in a foot- 
note to page 544 of his "Dawn of Civilization," he used this for 
him remarkable language: "The general resemblance of their 
theory of the universe to the Egyptian theory leads me to believe 
that they (the early Chaldaeans) no less than the Egyptians, for a 
long time believed that the sun and moon revolved around the 
earth in a horizontal plane." 

The foregoing interpretation of ancient Caldsean cosmology is 
submitted to the judgment of scholars, especially to experts in 
cuneiform literature, in the confident belief that it will be found 
distinctly illuminating, not only in every field of Semitic mythol- 
ogy, but also in the study of the mythologies of several other 
ancient peoples, who, in one measure or another, received intel- 
lectual stimulus from pre-historic Chaldaean culture. 

1 Jastrow, 584. 



